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Introductory Discussion 

1. The term “intentionality” signify the capacity of a mental state to “point at,” or to be about, or to 

mean, stand for, or represent, something beyond itself. 

2. Franz Brentano (1838-1917) is the thinker most responsible for putting it at the forefront of 

contemporary philosophical discussion. 

3. Intentionality as the “mark of the mental” – the one essential feature of all mental phenomena – and 

for holding that their possessing intentionality makes mental phenomena ultimately irreducible to, 

and inexplicable in terms of, physical phenomena. 

4. Intentionality is mysterious and perhaps incapable of a materialistic explanation. 

5. The intuitive idea of intentionality is as follows: when we consider examples of material entities 

that exhibit intentionality – words, sentences, pictures – we see that they do not have their 

intentional content inherently, but only relative to human interests; in itself, a word, sentence or 

picture is just a meaningless set of ink markings and has whatever meaning it has only because we 

use it to convey a meaning. 

6. Searle has put it, the intentionality present here is “derived intentionality” rather than “intrinsic 

intentionality.” 

7. Searle also distinguishes a third category: “as-if intentionality,” which something exhibits when it 

behaves as if it had intentionality though it really doesn’t, for example, the way water in a river 

moves as if it wanted to get to the ocean, when in reality it doesn’t “want” anything at all. 

8. Brain processes, composed as they are of meaningless chemical components, seem as inherently 

devoid of intentionality as sound waves or ink marks. Any intentionality they have would also have 

to be derived from something else. But if anything physical would be devoid of intrinsic 

intentionality, whatever does have intrinsic intentionality would thereby have to be non-physical. 

Since the mind is the source of the intentionality of physical entities like sentences and pictures, 

and doesn’t get its in intentionality from anything else (there’s no one “using” our minds to convey 

meaning) it seems to follow that the mind has intrinsic intentionality and thus is non-physical. 

9. The objection to identifying qualitative conscious states with brain states could be overcome by 

arguing, in modified Russellian “neutral monist” fashion, that neither perception, nor introspection 

reveals to us the inherent nature of its objects: the way the brain appears to us in perception and the 

way conscious states appear to us in introspection are not necessarily the ways those things really 

are intrinsically. 

10. Perception and introspection give us only representations of the brain and of qualia-bearing 

conscious experiences, respectively, and not the real nature of those things as they are “in 

themselves”. 

11. If it seems that brain states and conscious states cannot be identical, this might reflect just a 

difference in the way we represent them, and not an objective difference in the things themselves; 

they might, for all that, really be identical after all. 

12. Could such a move be made in answer to the argument just sketched against identifying intentional 

mental states with brain processes? 

13. No, and the reason should be obvious. 

14. The modified Russellian neutral monist strategy depends on holding that the greyishness and 

squishiness of the brain are not intrinsic to the brain and that the qualia associated with conscious 

experiences are not intrinsic to the experiences: the greyishness, squishiness, and qualia all exist 

only relative to our representations of the brain and of conscious experiences. 

15. But the same move cannot be made with respect to the intentionality of intentional mental states. 

16. It would make no sense to hold that the intentionality exhibited by the mind does not exist 

intrinsically in the mind itself but only relative to our representations of the mind; for a 

representation is itself a manifestation of intentionality. 
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17. We couldn’t possibly “represent” ourselves as having intentionality unless we really had it, in which 

case we never have it only relative to a representation. 

 Naturalistic theories of meaning 

The major theories can be grouped into four categories: 

1) Conceptual role theories 

1. This sort of theory proposes that the meaning or intentional content of any particular mental state 

(a belief, desire, or whatever) derives from the role it plays within a system of mental states. 

2. Each element in the system gets its meaning from having precisely the place in the system it has, 

by bearing exactly the logical and conceptual relations it bears to the other elements. 

3. Criticism: How mental states have any meaning at all in the first place? 

4. The very having of logical and conceptual relations assumes the prior existence of meaning. 

5. If belief A gets its content from its relations to beliefs B and C, and these get their content from 

their relations to beliefs D, E, and F, we seem destined to be led either in a circle or to an infinite 

regress. 

6. To provide such an explanation thus inevitably requires an appeal to something outside the 

network, something which can impart meaning to the whole. 

7. The Background Network argument of John Searle: Searle postulates that the entire “Network” of 

intentional mental states rests on what he calls a “Background” of non-intentional capacities to 

interact with the world around us. 

8. The capacity in question is rather something unconscious and without intentionality, a way of 

acting rather than a way of thinking. One acts as if one had the belief in question, though one in 

fact does not. 

9. The Electric ceiling Fan Example: If Searle is right the fan could also behave “as if” it believed 

there was a world of external physical objects (that it “wants” to cool down, say); but of course it 

doesn’t really have this belief at all. 

10. Human beings specifically don’t merely make physical movements: the waving of your hand 

when your friend enters the room isn’t just a meaningless movement, but an action, the action of 

greeting your friend. 

11. Even a capacity for action is, as a matter of conceptual necessity, an intentional capacity. 

12. Searle’s theory is right only as an ad hoc theory but wrong if considered as a complete theory of 

intentionality. 

 2) Causal theories 

1. Mental states tend to be generated by certain kinds of interaction with the thinker’s environment. 

Your belief that the cat is on the mat has the particular content it has, not (merely) because of the 

logical and conceptual relations that belief bears to other mental states, but (also) because that belief 

tends to be caused by the presence of a cat in your external surroundings. 

2. Some theorists would hold that causal relations alone account for the intentional content of mental 

states, while others would allow that conceptual role plays a part as well. 

3. The latter would accordingly distinguish between “wide content” (that aspect of the intentional 

content or meaning of a mental state that is determined by its causal relations to the external world) 

and “narrow content” (that aspect of intentional content or meaning that is determined by a mental 

state’s relations to other mental states). 

4. Theories which, like causal accounts, tend to emphasize wide content are typically referred to as 

“externalist” theories, while theories, like the conceptual role account, which tend to emphasize 

the priority of narrow content, are called “internalist”. 

5. Criticism: One could have the belief that the cat is on the mat even if that belief were not caused 

by the cat’s being there, but instead caused by something else like hallucinogenic drugs put into 

your coffee. 
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6. The cat’s being there could cause a belief other than the belief that the cat is on the mat. For example, 

because of bad lighting, it could instead cause the belief that the dog is on the newspaper. So mere 

causal connection is not enough to account for meaning. 

7. Regularity, Reliability and Causality: regularly and reliably indicative correlations seem a 

plausible model for the sort of causal connections that could explain the meaning or intentional 

content of mental states. 

8. Criticism: How could even such regular causal correlations explain our ability to have thoughts 

about things we don’t seem to have any causal connection with – non-existent objects (Superman 

and Santa Claus), future objects and events, and so on? 

9. Moreover, how can it explain our ability to make mistakes? 

10. Philosophers call this the “misrepresentation problem” for causal theories of meaning. 

11. A related, though distinct problem is the “disjunction problem”: if (because there’s always bad 

lighting in your house, or because you’ve got bad eyesight) a particular mental state of yours tends 

regularly to be caused not only by cats but also, in certain circumstances, by dogs, why (if the causal 

theory is true) should we regard that mental state as representing cats uniquely? 

12. Why should we not regard it as representing, disjunctively, cats OR dogs-in-certain-

circumstances? Of course, there are going to be many cases where it does represent cats uniquely. 

13. Jerry Fodor, an influential proponent of the causal theory, has suggested that the solution to such 

problems lies in the notion of what he calls asymmetric dependence. The idea is that, when a 

mental state typically caused by cats is also caused by dogs-in-certain-circumstances, the latter sort 

of causal connection is parasitic on the first. 

14. The causal connection between the mental state and dogs-in-certain-circumstances is 

asymmetrically dependent on the causal connection between the same mental state and cats. The 

former connection will exist only if the latter does, but the latter would exist whether or not the 

former did. 

15. Objection: The result has been the incorporation of ever more subtle and complex technical 

qualifications into the causal story in terms of which causal theorists want to account for meaning, 

so as to stave off various counter-examples. 

16. The causal theory seems to assume that it is not possible for a mental state genuinely to represent 

anything other than something that typically causes it. 

17. But your thoughts and perceptions might represent cats even if they are never caused by cats at all, 

but by a Cartesian evil spirit, or a supercomputer stimulating your brain, as it sits in a vat of 

nutrients. 

18. A causal theorist might deny that this is really possible, but if so, he cannot appeal to the causal 

theory itself as grounds for this denial without begging the question. 

19. Prospect of causal theory: Like that theory, the causal theory would seem at most to account for 

why a particular mental state means this specifically, rather than that, it does not thereby account 

for why it has any meaning at all. 

20. It seems that it is only when a mind, with all its intentionality, has already come into being that 

there can be mental states which bear specific meanings related to their specific causes; and if so, 

then an appeal to such causes cannot by itself account for intentionality. 

21. How “smoke” becomes smoke, anyway? Smoke is just smoke – a meaningless arrangement of 

particles. Because smoke is typically caused by fire, we can interpret it as a sign of fire; but in that 

case the meaning is all in us, not in the smoke. That it’s caused by fire explains why smoke “means” 

fire to us – that is, why it means fire rather than, say, water. But that it “means” anything at all has 

nothing to do with its causal connection to the fire and everything to do with our powers of 

interpretation and evaluation of evidence. 

22. In so far as the intuitive plausibility of causal theories of meaning rests on appeal to such examples 

as “smoke means fire,” it thereby seems to rest on little more than a PUN (principle of uniformity 

of nature). 

23. There is a third, and perhaps even deeper, objection to any possible causal theory. The point derives 

from an argument presented by Karl Popper in the context of a critique of causal accounts of 

language, but it seems to be applicable to causal theories of intentionality as well. 
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24. Any account such theories could give of the relevant causal relations holding between a particular 

mental state and a particular object in the external world will require picking out a particular 

beginning point of the causal series (call it A) as the thing represented and a particular end point 

(B) as the mental state doing the representing. 

25. So suppose A is a particular cat you are looking at and B a particular brain state that the causal 

theorist wants to identify with the perceptual mental state representing the cat. The problem is this: 

in the external physical world as it is in itself, apart from human purposes and interests, there 

seems to be nothing more than an ongoing causal flux, comprising an unimaginably complex 

sequence of events. 

26. Nothing in this flux is objectively either the determinate starting point of a particular sequence of 

events or the determinate ending point. It is we who pick out certain events and count them as 

beginnings and endings; their status as beginnings and endings is relative to certain purposes and 

interests of ours. This is as true of A and B as of anything else. 

27. So the “fact” that the causal chain purportedly explaining your perceptual experience of the cat 

begins with A and ends with B would appear to be a mind-dependent fact, determined by human 

purposes and interests – that is to say, it appears to presuppose intentionality. 

1) Biological theories 

1. Fins perform the function of allowing the organism having them to move through the water. Wings 

perform the function of allowing winged creatures to fly. Hearts perform the function of pumping 

blood. These organs serve these functions because natural selection formed them to do so. This sort 

of function underlie the meaningfulness of mental states. 

2. It is, after all, surely the function of a desire to drink water to get a creature that has that desire 

actually to drink water, which a creature needs to do in order to survive and reproduce; that is 

plausibly why natural selection put such desires into creatures. 

3. Meaning is identical to biological function. It is sometimes called a biosemantic theory of 

meaning (a label associated with Ruth Millikan, one of its main proponents). 

4. Advantage of this theory is that it seems to provide a way of dealing with the misrepresentation 

problem. 

5. If the meaning or intentional content of a mental state derives from the biological function it serves, 

it will have that same meaning even if on some occasions it is caused by something other than what 

it is normally caused by. 

6. There thus need be no mystery about how a mental state could be about something other than what 

happens to cause it on some particular occasion, and thereby misrepresent what happens then to 

cause it. 

7. For example, if the desire to avoid snakes has the meaning it does because it serves the function 

of causing the creature having it to flee when snakes are present, it will still have this meaning even 

when a particular instance of it is caused, not by the presence of a snake, but by the presence of a 

rope or a hose that, due to odd lighting, looks like a snake. 

8. Objection: It seems dubious that it could account for such sophisticated mental states as, say, 

one’s belief that Wittgenstein is a more important philosopher than Russell. Surely natural 

selection never hard-wired such a belief into anyone. 

9. Biosemantics’ Response: Such highly complex mental states might, nevertheless, derive a 

secondary functionality by virtue of their relationship to mental states – like the desire for water – 

that are more clearly functional. 

10. Counter-response: The theory appears to entail that nothing that didn’t evolve could possibly have 

intentionality for, not having evolved, it wouldn’t have states that serve any particular function. 

But this seems false: we can certainly at least imagine cases where creatures come into existence 

other than by evolution, and yet have intentionality. 

11. If a freak occurrence in a swamp were spontaneously to generate out of the muck a molecule for 

molecule living duplicate of you – “swampman,” as philosophers who have discussed this sort of 

example have affectionately dubbed it – then this duplicate would surely have thoughts, 

experiences, and other intentional mental states, despite not having come about through evolution. 
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12. Another difficulty is that the biological theory seems unable to deal with the disjunction problem: 

if, for example, a desire to avoid cheetahs happened to be hard-wired into our ancestors as a result 

of their interactions with both cheetahs and tigers-in-certain-circumstances (for example, at night 

time when tigers might be hard to distinguish from cheetahs), then it would seem to follow that the 

biological function of this desire is to get us to avoid both cheetahs and tigers-in-certain-

circumstances – and thus it would follow too that the desire represents, not cheetahs uniquely, but 

rather cheetahs-OR-tigers-in-certain – circumstances. 

13. In reply to this, Daniel Dennett has suggested that if such examples indicate that meaning must be 

indeterminate on a biological theory of intentionality, this does not serve as an objection to the 

theory, for such indeterminacy is common throughout the biological realm. 

14. A certain organ may have evolved originally to serve one function, and then at a later stage in 

evolution taken on another. One creature might have evolved feathers because they served the 

function of attracting mates; while its descendants, having migrated to a colder environment, found 

that the feathers served to keep their bodies warm, a function the feathers might retain even if the 

mating function disappears. Which function the feathers really serve might, at some stage in this 

long evolutionary process, simply be indeterminate? Why assume this is a problem for the 

biological theory, rather than just a further instance of the ambiguity evident in many biological 

phenomena? 

15. Objection to this reply: It fails to explain how the biological theory can deal with cases of mental 

states whose meaning or intentional content is determinate and unambiguous. 

16. Another objection is that even if all our mental states were indeterminate or ambiguous in their 

meaning or content, this would not save the theory; for even if the theory could explain why they 

have ambiguous meanings, it would not explain why they have any meaning at all. 

17. While a heart serves the function of pumping blood, the heart nevertheless doesn’t mean or 

represent pumping blood – for it doesn’t mean or represent anything at all. It’s just a muscle. 

18. Words, sentences, and pictures mean things, but muscles surely don’t, any more than gall stones 

or hangnails do. But if having evolved to serve a certain function doesn’t suffice to give the heart 

meaning or intentional content, why would this suffice to give a belief or desire meaning or 

intentional content? 

19. Wouldn’t mental states exhibiting intentionality already have to exist in the first place in order 

for natural selection to select some of them as having survival value? If so, then even if a mental 

state’s serving a particular biological function could account for its having the specific meaning 

that it has (ambiguously or otherwise), it couldn’t account for its having any meaning at all. 

20. Natural selection’s purported ability to shape meaning would presuppose that there is meaning 

there to be shaped – in which case biological function couldn’t possibly provide a full explanation 

of meaning. 

21. The operation of the mechanism the theory appeals to, in order to explain intentionality itself 

presupposes intentionality. 

22. Searle has argued, the trouble with appeals to biological function in this context is that all talk about 

biological function must, from a Darwinian point of view any way, be regarded as nothing more 

than a shorthand for talk about causation. 

23. To say that the heart was selected by evolution to serve the function of pumping blood is, strictly 

speaking, to say something false; for evolution doesn’t literally” select” anything, nor does the 

heart literally serve any purpose or function at all, at least not on a Darwinian view. 

24. Indeed, the whole point of Darwin’s account of evolution by natural selection is to get rid of the 

need to appeal to literal purposes and functions in nature – to explain the appearance of purpose 

and function in terms that make reference only to purposeless, meaningless causal processes. 

25. The right thing to say about the heart is, in a Darwinian view, just this: it causes blood to flow and 

it was in turn caused by a series of successive genetic mutations that allowed the creatures exhibiting 

them to survive and reproduce in greater numbers than those which lacked them. And that’s it. 

26. If talk about the “purpose” or “function” for which the heart was ”selected” has any application 

at all, it is only as a way of noting how what in reality are the purposeless, functionless, and 

meaningless results of unthinking causal processes can seem to be purposive, functional, and 

meaningful. 
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27. Talk about purposes and functions, if taken literally, seems to presuppose intentionality; in 

particular, it seems to presuppose the agency of an intelligence who designs something for a 

particular purpose or to serve a particular function. 

28. But the aim of Darwinian evolutionary theory is to explain biological phenomena in a manner that 

involves no appeal to intelligent design just as modern physics has tended to explain phenomena 

by carving off the subjective qualitative appearances of things and relocating them into the mind, 

so too did the Darwinian revolution in biology push purpose and function out of the biological 

realm, making them out to be mind-dependent and devoid of objective reality. 

29. The general materialistic tendency is to regard genuine scientific explanation as requiring the 

stripping away of anything that smacks of the subjective, first-person, intentional point of view. 

30. The fallacy of throwing the baby with the bathtub water.  

4) Instrumentalist theories 

1. Dennett’s own argument: In explaining the behavior of a physical system, we can take one of 

three different “stances” toward it. 

(i) We can take what he calls the physical stance toward it, accounting for its behavior in terms of the laws 

of physics and the other natural sciences. This is the stance we typically take toward simple physical 

phenomena. 

(ii) Confidently predicting and explaining the workings of a bodily organ – the heart, say – or of a machine 

– an automobile, perhaps is made possible by adopting instead the design stance toward them, which 

involves considering them as performing a certain function. 

To think of the heart as a collection of basic particles governed by the laws of physics isn’t going to help 

you diagnose arrhythmia, but thinking of it instead as an organ whose function is to pump blood will. 

(iii) The fact that a chess-playing computer was designed to serve the function of playing chess won’t 

help us to guess what its strategy against Kasparov will be; that we take a mouse to be “designed” by 

natural selection to avoid predators won’t tell us what path it will take in order to escape an oncoming cat. 

2. Here, Dennett says, we need to take the intentional stance, which involves regarding something 

as all “intentional system” – an entity having beliefs, desires, and other mental states and being 

capable of reasoning on the basis of them – and predicting and explaining its behavior accordingly. 

3. Which of these stances is the correct one to take in a particular situation? It depends. 

4. Does a computer really have the intentionality we attribute to it in taking the intentional stance 

toward it? 

5. Dennett’s answer is that if it is complex enough in its behavior that we cannot usefully explain and 

predict that behavior without taking the intentional stance, then it has all the intentionality a thing 

could possibly have. 

6. But its having it is, again, ultimately a function of ‘our’ finding it ‘useful’ to treat it as having it. 

And all intentionality is in Dennett’s view like this, including our own: we regard ourselves as 

intentional systems because that is the most practical way of dealing with ourselves and each other, 

of explaining and predicting our behavior. There is nothing more to it than that. 

7. Realism about intentionality is subjectivity. 
8. Given that Dennett seems not to be a realist about intentionality, nor even, as causal and biological 

theorists appear to be, a reductionist who wants to reduce intentionality to something more basic 

(causal relations or biological functions). 

9. He is often classified instead as an instrumentalist- as holding that talk about the intentionality of 

our minds is a useful instrument or tool for understanding our behavior, but doesn’t describe 

anything that exists objectively, independently of our purposes and interests. 
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10. Objection: For us to take a stance toward something, including the intentional stance, is itself a 

manifestation of intentionality; so we can’t coherently suppose that intentionality is a mere artefact 

of the stance we take toward ourselves. 

11. Dennett’s reply to such an objection would seem to lie in his influential strategy of homuncular 

decomposition. 

12. The idea is this: we can usefully regard our minds as comprised of a number of subsystems that 

perform various mental functions: visual processing, linguistic competence, and so on. Each 

subsystem can itself be metaphorically understood as a “homunculus” – a “little man” who 

performs some particular task. 

13. But the functions performed by each of these homunculi can, like our own minds, be thought of as 

comprised of yet more basic functions performed by smaller subsystems; in other words, the 

smaller homunculi that comprise them possess even less intentionality. 

14. If we keep decomposing each level of homunculi into ever smaller levels, eventually we will come 

to a basic level of homunculi who, because they perform functions as simple as possible, have as 

little intentionality as possible. Think of these as extremely stupid homunculi – homunculi whose 

task is no more complicated than flipping a switch back and forth. Such a task could, of course, be 

performed by a very simple machine. 

15. Our minds as a whole is just a composite of the intentionality possessed by its various subsystems. 

16. Criticism: Machines have only either a derived or an as-if form of intentionality. But our 

intentionality is intrinsic. 

17. The intuitive force of Dennett’s argument seems to rest on his comparison of the stupidity of the 

basic homunculi and the stupidity of a machine. But the two are not “stupid” in the same sense. 

18. The homunculi are stupid because they have extremely low intelligence; the machine is stupid 

because it has no intelligence at all. 

19. Strictly speaking, the machine isn’t really even stupid in the first place, because one has to have 

at least a very minimal level of intelligence even to count as stupid. 

20. If we have intentionality only because we take ourselves to have it (where “taking ourselves to have 

it” is itself a manifestation of intentionality). And if instead he says that our intentionality is only 

“as-if,” then he’s saying something even more radical: that our intentionality doesn’t really exist at 

all. But that brings us to another theory: Eliminativism. 

Eliminativism 

1. Eliminative materialism, most famously associated with Patricia and Paul Churchland. 

2. The eliminative materialist view is, not that mental states are identical to brain states or that minds 

are identical to brains, but rather that there are no mental states, and in short no minds at all. 

3. There is only the brain, and whatever a completed neuroscience will eventually tell us about it. The 

correct description of human nature will, at the end of the day, make no reference to what we think, 

feel, hope, fear, or believe, but instead only to physiological structure, neuronal firing patterns, 

chemical secretions and the like. 

4. It’s rather that neither you nor anyone else has ever had any beliefs, nor any other mental states at 

all, and that the neural process is all there is and all there ever has been. 

5. Our commonsense description of ourselves as having beliefs, desires, and other mental states 

constitutes a kind of theory: “folk psychology.” 

6. The pre-Copernican picture of the universe, according to which the earth was at the center of the 

solar system and surrounded by a series of heavenly spheres, was just wrong: it was not reduced to 

modern astronomy, but eliminated and replaced by modern astronomy. 

7. We still have much to learn about the brain and nervous system – but, at least in principle, and at 

some future date, we ought to be able to substitute a wholly neuroscientific description of ourselves 

for our current mentalistic idiom. 

8. Citizens of eliminative materialist societies of the future. 
9. All this may seem pretty fanciful, but that doesn’t prove it is false. 

10. As eliminativists never tire of pointing out, they all laughed at JulesVerne too, until Neil Armstrong 

set foot on the moon. 
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11. Problems of eliminativism: It is precisely our direct awareness of mental phenomena that forms the 

starting point of all our theorizing about the mind and its relationship to the physical world, so 

that it can hardly make sense to suggest that such phenomena do not exist. 

12. In so far as eliminative materialism asks us to reconceive human nature, to learn more about the 

nervous system, and indeed to believe the theory itself, doesn’t it presuppose the validity of the 

very concepts it proposes eliminating? Doesn’t the theory ultimately contradict itself? 

13. Eliminativists answer: The Churchlands propose that to accuse the eliminativist of self-

contradiction is like accusing modern biologists of contradicting themselves in denying the 

pseudo-scientific concept of “vital spirit.” It would obviously be foolish for Vitalists to argue that 

people who disbelieve in vital spirit must be alive in order even to express their disbelief, in which 

case they must possess vital spirit after all and have thereby refuted themselves. Vitalists would, in 

this case, be begging the question, since their argument would presuppose that the only way to 

explain life is in terms of vital spirit, which is exactly what the anti-vitalist denies. 

14. Similarly, the reply goes, the critic of eliminative materialism is begging the question in assuming 

that eliminativists must ”believe” their own theory, etc., since the existence of beliefs is exactly 

what eliminativists reject. 

15. Non-elimianativists rebuttal: One reason to suspect that this reply will not work is that here again 

the eliminativist seems, unavoidably, to make use of concepts – “begging the question,” 

“assuming,” and the like – that are just the kind of mentalistic notions eliminative materialism 

denies the legitimacy of. 
16. Eliminativists don’t just deny a certain theory about how to explain believing, assuming, thinking, 

etc.; they deny the very existence of these phenomena. Yet “denying” is itself an instance of the 

sort of phenomena whose existence is denied. 

17. In short, any attempt either to propose or reject a theory – eliminative materialism, folk psychology, 

or whatever – is to represent the world as being a certain way, and thereby to manifest intentionality. 

18. Some eliminativists would acknowledge that their position has a real difficulty here, but suggest 

that it may be that we just don’t yet have the conceptual resources to imagine how theories might 

be proposed, accepted, and rejected without using mentalistic and intentional language. 

19. Irreducibly mentalistic and intentional terms: “imagine,” “conceive,” “conceptual resources,” 

even “theory,” “propose,” “reject”, “theory” etc. 

20. Fallacy of Argument to the Future: 2+3=5, or 23? 

The indeterminacy of the physical 

1. Even if something physical could have intrinsic meaning, it could not by itself have the determinate 

meaning that mental states have. 

2. The argument is, in short: at least some intentional mental states and processes are determinate in 

their meaning; no physical state or process could possibly be determinate in meaning; so intentional 

mental states cannot be identified with or reduced to physical states and processes. 

3. It is indeterminate from the physical facts alone what counts as the beginning or end of a given 

causal chain. 

4. Meaning must inevitably be determined from the subjective first-person point of view, and 

that first-person, subjective facts are inexplicable in terms of third-person objective physical facts. 

5. Three inter-related manifestations of intentionality: 

(1) Our use of representations, (2) Our grasp of concepts, (3) And our capacity for formal reasoning. 

1) Representations: 

1. We’ve already taken note of the concept of “mental representations,” and sentences of Mentalese 

as possible candidates of what form mental representations might take. 

2. A drawing of your mother: When you draw your mother, you are creating a kind of representation 

of her. But notice that it is not the particular physical features of the drawing itself – the form of the 
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lines you make, the chemicals in the ink you use, and so forth – which make it a representation of 

her. 

3. Someone looking over your shoulder as you draw might later on produce an exact copy of the 

drawing you were making. … a representation of your representation. And, in general, the very 

same image could count either as a drawing of an X, or as a drawing of a drawing of an X – or 

indeed as a drawing of a drawing of a drawing of an X, and so on ad infinitum. 

4. Picture theory of meaning: Exactly what it is a drawing of is still indeterminate from its physical 

properties alone. The same is true not just of drawings, but also of written and spoken words. 

5. For to say or write ”cat” could be to represent cats, but it could also be to represent the word “cat”. 

6. Your thought of your mother or something so lively like, is ‘definitely’ determinate; purely 

material representations are not. So, your thought is not purely material. 

7. The materialist might reply that we shouldn’t look at a material representation in isolation to 

determine what it represents, but ought also to consider factors such as its conceptual relationships 

to other representations, its causal relations to the world, and the behavioral dispositions of, or 

rules followed by, the thinker having the representation. 

8. But as we’ve seen, such appeals to conceptual role, causation, behavioral dispositions and rules 

have serious problems of their own, some of which also concern indeterminacy. 

9. Such system of material elements or principles is indeterminate between alternative 

interpretations: but our representations seem, at least sometimes, not to be indeterminate in this 

way. 

 

2) Concepts 

1. In thinking about something, we bring it under a concept: we think of it as a cat or as a mother. 

2. What is it that determines that our thoughts involve bringing something under exactly this 

particular concept or set of concepts rather than some other one? It seems it cannot be material 

facts alone. 

3. For instance, it cannot be some sort of physical relation of ours to all actual cats that makes our 

thoughts about cats involve applying the concept cat to them. 

4. As John Haldane notes, the point is even clearer with examples like triangle and trilateral, which 

concepts are applying to exactly the same objects in every possible world. 

5. No physical relations between us and such objects can be sufficient to determine that we are 

thinking of them as triangular rather than trilateral. 

6. In general, there are always more ways to conceive of the objects of our thoughts than the physical 

facts can determine. 

7. Concepts are inherently abstract and universal, whereas material phenomena are concrete and 

particular. 

8. Accordingly, a concept cannot be identified with anything concrete, particular, or material; and thus 

it cannot be identified with any physical symbol in the brain or nervous system. 

9. The propositions we grasp, assent to, and deny – and of which concepts the constituents are – 

cannot be identified with “sentences in the head” (Chomoskian Mentalese) or with any other 

material entities. 

10. Propositions are necessarily abstract. Had there been no human beings, the proposition there are 

no human beings would have been true, even though there would then have been no “sentence in 

the head” for that proposition to be identical to. 

11. Had there been no physical world at all, the proposition there is no physical world would have been 

true, even though there would then have been no physical entity of any sort for that proposition to 

be identical to. 

12. Some propositions are necessarily true, that is, true in all possible worlds, but no physical entity 

exists in all possible worlds (for example, there are possible worlds where there are no brains, and 

thus no “sentences in the head”). 
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3) Formal reasoning 

1. Thoughts concerning necessary truths, can be determinate in a way material processes are not. 

2. As James F. Ross has argued, no physical process can have the determinate form had by such 

formal thought process. 

3. Circularity and the Circular things: “circular” physical objects are never really circles at all, 

strictly speaking (every true circle is already a “perfect” circle) – neither can any physical process 

ever do more than approximate formal reasoning. 

4. Quine’s argument for the indeterminacy of translation. Quine argues that if the physical facts 

about us are all the facts there are, then there is no fact of the matter about what any of our utterances 

mean: meaning will be indeterminate. 

5. This would entail that our reasoning processes would also be indeterminate; there would be no fact 

of the matter about whether we are applying modus ponens or only some approximation to it. 

6. Another relevant example is Saul Kripke’s distinction between addition and what he calls 

“quaddition,” where addition has the form “x + y,” but quaddition has the form “x + y, if x, y < 

57, = 5 otherwise”‘ 

7. A calculating machine doing addition and a machine doing quaddition will give the same results 

when the numbers they are computing are less than 57, but when the one doing addition computes 

58 and 100 it will get 158, whereas the one doing quaddition will instead get 5. Because they’ll get 

the same results in the first case, there is no fact about their behavior that can then determine whether 

they are doing addition or quaddition. 

8. Quine and Dennett – might reply that the right conclusion to draw from all this is that since we 

are purely material beings, we just don’t in fact add, or do modus ponens,or carry out any other 

piece of formal reasoning after all; it only seems like we do, because we approximate doing so. 

9. In fact, they might say, all thought is as indeterminate as physical Processes are. 

10. Criticism: this move is not only highly counterintuitive. For if none of us ever really reasons via 

modus ponens or any other valid argument form, then we never reason validly. Every single 

argument anyone has ever given will have been invalid! This materialist response would thus 

undermine itself. 

Materialism, Meaning, and Metaphysics 

1. Hasn’t the dualist really just supplemented one mystery – the mystery of intentionality – with 

another, namely the mystery of the nature and operation of non-physical minds? 

2. The dualist isn’t to explain intentionality in the first place but rather to demonstrate that whatever 

intentionality is, it isn’t physical. And if it isn’t, to try to find some physical explanation of it will 

be a waste of time. 

3. Of course, the materialist might complain that non-physical processes are not the kind that can 

possibly be studied via the methods of physical science. 

4. But to this the dualist could reply that it is a mistake to think that physical science is the only 

legitimate avenue of inquiry. 

5. The proper approach to the study of the mind, in the dualist’s view, is via metaphysics rather than 

physics, and philosophy rather than natural science. 

6. For the materialist to reject the possibility of such inquiry, a priori, would simply be to beg the 

question against the dualist. 


